42              MR PODD-OF BORNEO
outwardly he looked unperturbed, The smile on his
small face grew irritating in its complacency. She
had never liked him much, and now she caught Her-
self hoping that the bird's-nest soup would come up
smoked. She longed to see that smile come off. But
it did not come off. Not even after the soup was
served and the smile of every other diner had died
away.
The soup was awful, there was no other name for
it. Still he smiled on. She gave him credit for being
at any rate a brave man.
They brought the soup in cracked china bowls. It
was thin, tasteless, sticky, and of a dirty white colour^
It was tepid.
-From under her eyelids she watched him absorb
spoonful after spoonful. His smile grew positively
beatific. In horror and amazement, she began to
realize that he actually liked the stuff,
"I've heard a great deal about bird's-nest soup,"
remarked Mr Templeton, putting down his spoon.
** This seems to me like flour and water with a "touch
of gum/'
" I know it's bird's nest," said Mrs Nixon.
" How do you?" asked her son.
" I've just got a mouthful of feathers/' replied the
old lady in a disgusted voice.
" Ah/' MWhizzle explained. " You've come across a
last year's nest. Some of them do get feathery, and
the servants are too lazy or too ignorant ,to clean
them properly. A Chinese gourmand does not mind
a feather or two, provided the taste of the "nest is to
. his satisfaction/'